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CHAPTER ONE -


The Impossible Stunt





Night was fast approaching and I was running out of time. The back door of the abandoned factory was hanging off its hinges as I squeezed through the gap to find the light inside already fading; I raced up the rickety staircase to the first floor; the rays of the evening sun were pouring through the tall windows, but the light wouldn’t last much longer; I had to get to work immediately.


I pulled the back-pack from my shoulders, placed it on the dusty floor and began pulling out the tools I needed. There weren’t many, just my smart-phone, a measuring tape, a face mask and the two pieces of a wooden ramp that I’d been building in my spare time. I had everything worked out in my mind and it wouldn’t take long to get the stunt set up.


First I extended the tape from the wall and marked out two points: one five metres from the wall and another eight metres from it. I constructed the ramp and put it at the five metre point, sloping up towards the wall, then carefully placed the phone at the eight metre point and set its video camera to record. I took one last item from the back-pack: my skate-board.


I pulled my facemask on and dropped my foot onto the board. With one deep breath I pushed myself forward and gathered as much speed as possible before I was launched off the floor by the ramp. I shot about four metres into the air then did a 360 in mid-flight. I angled my body so that the wheels struck the flaking paintwork of the wall cleanly; I then defied gravity by slowly rolling down the wall, backwards, and somersaulting to the ground. The board flipped through the air and I caught it with my right hand. I raised a V sign to the camera with my left and cried, ‘Victory!’


I’d just performed an impossible stunt, one that no one else on the planet could pull off. I’m not the kind to brag though, hence the facemask; I’m quite a modest person actually.


My hometown was called Maybrook, the furthest suburb from the city and a place so boring that I renamed it ‘Dullbrook’. The people of the suburb knew me simply as ‘Ross Bentley’ or ‘Ross Bentley the loner’ or ‘Ross Bentley the weirdo’, but millions around the world knew me by my online alias, ‘Gotcha365’. They knew me because videos of my impossible stunts were all over the internet.


I performed and recorded the skateboard stunt twice more, and would have tried it a third time, but the sun was in a hurry to get away from Dullbrook that evening and my time had run out. I packed up my stuff and sneaked out the back door then hopped on my board and headed for home. The exciting part of my life was over for another few hours. The real, and very boring, side of my life had returned.


I put in my earphones and maxed the volume on my phone as I rolled along the Dullbrook road towards the housing estate. I’d downloaded three albums the day before and was buzzing to the best and liveliest of them. I was always listening to music, without it my life in suburbia would’ve been unbearable.


I hated Dullbrook and everything about it. The older generation were a crew of old fashioned gossipers and their offspring were a collection of hideous morons; most of them were mindless fools that only moved around in large groups. Both generations were as bad each other.


When I got home I pushed the hall door open and found the house as it always was in the evenings; the lights were off and everything was quiet, except for the sitting room. As I let my earphones dangle around my chest I heard the low murmur of the TV and saw its blue light strobe through the doorway.


As I took to the stair the familiar voice from the sitting room said, ‘That you?’


‘No,’ I replied as I climbed the creaking steps.


Of course it was me! Who the hell else would it be? We hadn’t had a single visitor for about three years, since my former head teacher came to have a chat with us about my attitude in class.


I always gave Dad a smart answer when he asked a stupid question. It seemed like the appropriate thing to do. Sometimes I’d spice it up and say,


‘No, this is a holographic representation of Ross Bentley sent to put your mind at ease. The real Ross is out spending all the money he earns from his crappy job at the supermarket.’


Dad always laughed at my answers. Maybe that’s why he asked stupid questions. Who knows? We didn’t talk much other than that; there’d been a rift between us for years.


I kicked off my runners when I got to my room and slid my board under the bed. After I emptied my back-pack and put it in the wardrobe I jumped on the bed and powered up my laptop. It was time to delve into my secret life and excitement was tickling me all over; I was about to do something that would stun the world… or at least a few thousand people who regularly used Youtube. That was my way of living a secret life; I’d record myself doing amazing tricks and stunts and upload them onto the internet. It was my only way to escape the tedium of living as Ross Bentley in the sleepy suburb of Dullbrook.


I connected my phone to the laptop and transferred the three video files, then watched them on the larger screen. I decided to keep one and threw the others in the recycle bin. I named the remaining clip ‘The Impossible Stunt’.


I thought it was a good name and it seemed to be an accurate  description of the video. I logged on to my Youtube channel, which had over twenty similar videos available on it, and uploaded the one-minute clip.


The Impossible Stunt was the most ambitious and revealing clip I’d ever made and nerves zapped my stomach as I watched it going live to the world, or anyone who happened to be looking. The nerves were mostly because my previous recordings had got a mixed response; a lot of people thought they were clever fakes. That really annoyed me. One thing I hate being called is a fake.


Why would that bother me so much? Because I’ve always been real. So real that I didn’t even have any friends, because I didn’t try to be someone I wasn’t, I didn’t pretend to like people I hated and I didn’t act like I disliked people I was fond of. I got lonely from time to time, but that’s the price you pay for keeping it real. My skateboarding and free-running videos were as real as I was; there was absolutely no trickery involved.


It always took a while before the comments flowed in so I aimlessly surfed the web. Nothing grabbed my interest and I found myself staring at my Facebook page. It was like watching a mousetrap; it was hard to take my eyes away from it just in case something happened, but it always took a long time for anything to happen. I only had seven friends, and six of them were people I hardly knew, so it usually took a very long time for anything to happen.


The fact that I’d only seven Facebook friends didn’t bother me in the slightest. I actually got a lot of friend requests, mostly from local girls who were a year or so younger than me. I never added them, although sometimes it was tempting.


The only reason I stared at Facebook each night was one of the older girls from Dullbrook, Gemma Wright. We’d been mates for ages and used to share some classes in school. I once had a serious crush on her, but to her credit she never once mentioned my constant gawking and drooling. That all changed when I actually got to know her. We became instant friends and any attraction that there’d been quickly fizzled away. Gemma was the only person in the world that I felt I could talk to and she always gave me good advice.


Some nights she’d appear online and we’d talk about everyday stuff and work (we’d been working at the same supermarket since finishing our final year of school) but I sometimes wanted to talk about more serious stuff, especially about how to mend my relationship with Dad. Falling out with him had really hurt me and I wanted to tell someone about it. I was sick of feeling so isolated.


But I’d sound like a total dumbass if I did that, and so we talked about everyday stuff and bitched about our co-workers. There was something else I wanted to tell her about, but I figured I’d never be able to tell her – or anyone else. How do you tell someone your deepest, darkest secret? I don’t know. I couldn’t afford for my secret to get out – it would spread like wildfire and my life would end up being even more unbearable. I often got pointed at by some of the other teenagers. They’d say, ‘There’s the loner!’ or some crap like that, but if my secret got out they’d shout, ‘There’s that freak! Keep away from him, he’s dangerous.’ I didn’t need that type of hassle in my life.


It didn’t look like Gemma was going to appear so I put the laptop into hibernation and looked for something to do. I sat at my desk and gathered the sheets that covered it. These were my conceptual drawings; before I made my ‘impossible’ videos I’d plan them out in meticulous detail. These were not rough sketches, they resembled architectural drawings with precise angles and exact measurements and calculations of the effects of lift and drag. I guess I was never your average teenager – that was obvious from the objects that made up the clutter in my room.


I had, of course, the usual items that everyone my age possessed: a Playstation 3, an iPod docking station, an old pair of football boots, Harry Potter and Maximum Ride books, collections of DVDs and video games, but there were also odd contraptions everywhere. These were my special puzzles. I invented them to keep me occupied and I felt they were unlike any others; I truly believed that no one else on the planet could play them.


The puzzle I’d spent most time on, and the only one I was yet to conquer, was Marble Star. Basically, there was a piece of thick card with a hole at its centre. On the card were a number of small marbles arranged in the shape of a five pointed star. Just outside the star was a larger marble. The object of this game was to roll the larger marble towards the centre, scattering the others, and to land it in the hole at the middle of the card. It might sound easy but the hard part of this game was to have the marbles back in a star shape before the large one reached the hole. But of course nobody had the speed of hand to complete this puzzle.


One-Minute Ping-Pong was the first I’d ever invented. It consisted of a business card and a ping-pong ball. You lay the card on the floor and bounce the ball on top of it. You could only touch the ball once, but it had to bounce for at least one minute and it had to bounce on the card every single time.


Horizontal Card was one of the most difficult. You had to stand a playing card on its edge. It was as simple and as impractical as that.


There were normal games too, but I had adapted them to my own specific talents. There was a dart board hanging on the door, but I liked to play Three Shot Blind Bullseye. I’d sit with my back to the door and fire the darts over my shoulder, without looking. I always hit the bullseye within three shots. I could have been the most successful darts player in the world if I wanted, but I never played in public. I’d learned my lesson about playing sports in public when I was younger.


I’d once been a very special soccer player and averaged six goals a game, from all sorts of improbable angles and crazy distances. I even had big football clubs from the premier league in England chasing my signature. But I turned them all down, even Manchester United, because they kept asking how I could score such incredible goals. I couldn’t give them an honest answer; my secret had to remain with me and I hung up my boots at the age of fourteen.


This had created the rift with my father who was a football fanatic. He couldn’t understand why I turned my back on such a promising career and I couldn’t give him an honest answer either. Three years had passed and we still weren’t on good terms with each other. He lost his job a year after my ‘early retirement’ and we were always short of money, which seemed to exaggerate the problems between us; I could have earned a lot of money from soccer and our lives wouldn’t be so miserable. I kept refusing to give him a straight answer, though, and he eventually stopped asking the question.


I simply couldn’t play sports in public and that’s what led to me recording my free-running and skateboarding stunts as a masked man by the name of Gotcha365. My only audience was strangers from other countries who spent too much time surfing Youtube.


The mask was a necessity. A part of my life. You see, all my puzzles, games, sporting exploits and stunts were totally impossible. Only a person who could move things with their mind could do them. That’s my secret – I can move things with my mind.


I stared at the Youtube and Facebook mousetraps for a couple of hours more, but no one went for the cheese so I powered off the laptop and got into bed. When I was ready for sleep I simply thought about darkness and the light switch flipped down, plunging the room into blackness.


By the way, I was the only one in the world who could do that.



















CHAPTER TWO -


‘No Mere Prankster’





The alarm clock woke me at 8am. I pointed at it and hissed, ‘shut up,’ and it suddenly went quiet. I’d perfected a way of using my power to press down on the ‘silence’ button. I rolled out of bed and took my laptop to the desk; I was dying to know what sort of remarks had been made about The Impossible Stunt.


I logged onto my Youtube channel; over two hundred people had commented on the clip. I got the most comments from American viewers so they were usually posted while I was asleep. A lot were one-liners like: ‘Wow, that’s incredible!’ or ‘How does he do it?’, but I just flicked past most of those and focused on the longer posts. Some were a little negative, others were in foreign languages, but one really caught my attention.


‘This is the most amazing video I’ve ever seen. He’s not a skateboarder, he’s a wizard!’


Now that was a good way to start the day! It took a nose dive two minutes later when I read some of the latter comments. These were the usual rubbish:


‘This vid is a fake. There’s nobody on earth that can do this’, ‘He must be on strings or something’, ‘I think this was created with computer-generated effects’, ‘I’m sick of doctored videos. It spoils it for all the real skateboarders out there’, ‘Fake, fake, fake!’


Others tried to protect me and argued there was no point in producing a fake video because there was nothing to be gained from Gotcha365’s channel, I had no adverts and wasn’t selling anything or revealing my identity. The word fake kept cropping up though and I hate that word. I was detecting a bad mood coming on until I read one of the most recent posts.


‘I’ve watched all of Gotcha365’s clips and can’t find a single flaw in any of them. He defies gravity and logic, but I believe he’s genuine. This guy is no mere prankster. I just hope that I get to meet him some day.’


The comment had come from Mark Jones, a renowned free runner from England. That one post made all the planning and preparing and sneaking around worthwhile. I wasn’t looking for fame or fortune; I just wanted some recognition for my skills because I wasn’t cheating. I was just using my natural abilities like everyone else. Okay, my abilities were rare, even unique, but I wasn’t cheating. I’ve never been a fake.


As The Impossible Stunt gained popularity, the hits, as well as the comments, appeared every minute or two. I could have stayed there all day reading them, but I had to leave for work; another day at the dreaded supermarket was looming.


It was twenty minutes to Delaney’s Supermarket by car, but I could make it there in fifteen on my skateboard. I could generate incredible speed, but I had to be careful not to do anything too extravagant in public so I usually travelled through the maze of alleys that dissected the housing estates.


Before I left the house my Dad shouted from his room, ‘You heading to work?’


‘No, I’m rolling there,’ I shouted back before slamming the door shut.


I set off along the avenue at a modest pace, not fast enough for the elderly to report me for speeding, but once I got to the entrance of the nearest alley I instantly picked up speed. Unlike everyone else, I didn’t have to use one foot to propel the board, all I had to do was think about the board moving fast and it simply happened. I had also perfected the technique of pulling the board towards my body, some sort of anti-gravity I guess, so it stayed glued to my feet and I never fell off.


I increased speed as I moved through Dullbrook Close and Dullbrook Place. My hood fell back and my hair was whipped by the breeze. I raced out of one lane, across a narrow road and into another. Junk was sent flying as I rolled along and a sleeping dog leapt into the air with fright. It was the fastest I’d ever managed, but I wanted to find out just how fast I could push the board – I wanted to push the boundaries of my power.


There was a wider alley up ahead and when I entered it I put all my energy into moving the wheels beneath me. I was amazed at the speed I’d reached, and I wasn’t easily amazed. It was so liberating to do something that no one else had ever done and to do it right under the noses of Dullbrookian horde. I just couldn’t contain myself and I laughed and cheered as I darted between the narrow walls.


Suddenly, a little orange cat appeared and crouched down directly in my path, hissing as if a thousand stray dogs were bearing down on it. I couldn’t swerve around the little pest, but at the last instant I managed to force energy downward which propelled the board into the air. I vaulted over the cat and five feet into the air.


When I came back to earth I looked back at the little feline without slowing down.


‘Sorry ‘bout that, Kitty! Didn’t mean to scare you.’


My blood ran cold when I turned around. I’d taken that route every day for over a month and should have made a mental note that there was a concrete pillar standing in the centre of the alley’s exit, it had been placed there to stop trouble makers on motorbikes from driving through the alleys. I was hurtling towards it at a phenomenal speed and I knew I couldn’t leap it or swerve around it. There was no avoiding it! I’d reacted too late and was about to crash into a hefty block of concrete at a hundred miles per hour! Panic electrified my brain and a sudden surge of energy and heat radiated from my chest. Just before the impact I instinctively raised my right hand and I felt the heat and energy flow from my chest and through my arm and fingers. I was subconsciously focusing my power at the pillar.


It blasted into a million pieces and I skated straight through the cloud of debris and into the street beyond. I slid to a halt, my heart pounding like a hammer in my chest. I was covered, head to toe, in dust but I’d come through it without a single scratch or bruise. Not to mention the broken bones I should have had.


How had I done it?


I lifted my hand in front of my face and stared at it for a long moment. Could I smash concrete? A grin grew on my face and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I had just discovered a new side to my power. No longer was I confined to simple tricks and stunts. I could also smash concrete!


I gazed at the cloud of dust that was sweeping out into the road. The cat emerged from it shaking its head furiously and licking its paws. I erupted into an uncontrollable fit of laughter.


‘Hey, Kitty. I can smash concrete!’ I roared, thumping my chest. ‘No mere prankster am I.’


The cat shook itself, as if in disapproval, and darted off down the street. My excitement faded when a car turned the corner. The driver stared through the windscreen at the dust cloud then at me. I simply shrugged my shoulders and smiled cheekily. I took to my board and quickly left the street, but not quite as quickly as before, I’d had enough of breaking records for one day.


I dismounted before entering the car park in front of the supermarket because, apparently, it gave a bad impression of Delaney’s. This was according to my boss, but what did he know? According to him my hairstyle gave a bad impression of the place too, and the way I wore my uniform. Oh, my shelf arrangements weren’t helping either.


I clocked in just on time and went to the changing room and put on my uniform: a bright red shirt, brown slacks and a red and white tie. Seriously, a blind person must have come up with the colour scheme. I walked onto the supermarket floor and proceeded to look for something to pretend to do.


I skulked around the aisles, trying to avoid the watchful eye, and eventually found myself moving boxes of cereal around in no obvious order. I’d perfected the art of looking busy since I started working in Delaney’s. I could spend entire days looking busy without actually doing anything productive, which I considered a skill in itself.


Amazingly, I got away with my dossing for almost an hour and was trying so hard to look busy that I didn’t notice the early morning shoppers staring and frowning as they wheeled their trolleys down the aisle. An old woman even stopped to gawk at me, but I tried to ignore her, thinking she’d only ask me to fetch something she couldn’t find for herself. That was one of the things that really bugged me about working in the supermarket; people never left me alone for very long. They always wanted me to clean, move or rearrange something. My most common task was to find items for customers.


I had a defence mechanism though. I had humour. Sometimes if they asked where the toilet rolls were, I’d answer, ‘There’s a half roll in the cubicle out back,’ or if they asked where the pasta was I’d say, ‘It’s boiling at the moment and I should have it ready for you in approximately three minutes.’


My defence mechanism often landed me in trouble though. Apparently smart talk to the customers gave a bad impression of Delaney’s. And the uniforms didn’t?


My boss, Mr Reynolds, loved the uniforms, but that was probably because he was the only one working in the place who didn’t have to wear one. Reynolds was my worst enemy, although he claimed I was my own worst enemy.


There was a lot of coughing and chuckling being done by the shoppers and it grabbed my attention. It was only then that I noticed the curious looks I was getting from them. Even the girls at the deli counter were snorting in my direction.


‘Bentley!’


It was Reynolds. His voice was very nasal and sounded like the horn of a vintage car.


I slowly turned around to see his tight, thin face coming close to my own. I knew he was going to give out about something but I tried to act cool, just in case he wasn’t.


‘How’s it going, sir?’ I asked with a smile.


‘Oh, my day is already turning out to be an eventful one, like every other day since I hired you.’


‘Why’s that, Mr Reynolds?’


‘Have you a dandruff problem, Bentley?’


It was only then I noticed my hair and shoulders were coated in the dust of the exploding pillar. The first rule at Delaney’s was to look presentable at all times while on the floor, which meant I was giving a bad impression of the place – yet again.


‘It’s quite a serious dandruff problem by the looks of it,’ Reynolds continued. ‘Any explanation of how you developed such a problem since I saw you yesterday?’


‘It’s not actually dandruff.’


‘Really,’ Reynolds said sarcastically. He folded his arms and feigned interest. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s actually dust. I was er … cleaning out the … attic … this morning and it was dusty up there. It’s been years, decades even, since it’s gotten a good tidying.’


‘Cleaning out the attic, eh. Sounds like a very sane activity to engage in first thing in the morning.’


‘I would say it’s therapeutic. I suggest you try it some time.’


‘I have a suggestion of my own: you should go and dust yourself off immediately,’ Reynolds lowered his face and narrowed his eyes at me, ‘and make sure you don’t take too much time doing it.’


I knew how to take an order so I saluted him and turned stiffly on one heel then made my way towards the store room. I was leaving a faint trail of dust in my wake, but nobody was too concerned because I was the one who swept the floors. It was turning out to be a bad day and just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, Gemma barged through the swing doors from the store room. She stopped dead in her tracks and looked at me like I had five heads. She gazed at my dusty hair for a while before speaking.


‘What happened to you this time?’ she asked, her face amused.


‘You don’t want to know and you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.’


I spent the rest of the morning sweeping floors and helping to deal with the big weekly delivery. I tried my best to stay out of trouble and even fought off the desire to use my gift at one point; I’d spotted Reynolds leaning over a refrigerator unit and was tempted to give him a little nudge that would have sent him face first into a stack of frozen peas. I often felt the urge to be mischievous when Reynolds was around, but I hardly ever indulged in that kind of skullduggery. Something deep down inside told me that the gift was never to be used to hurt others. It was as though my powers were only intended for the good of mankind … but this could have been from watching too many superhero movies.


I got some respite at 12.30 when my half-hour lunch break arrived and I went to sit in the rear yard to enjoy a bottle of juice in the fine weather. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d destroyed the pillar that morning.


How did I do it? Could I summon such power at will or did I have to be angry or afraid? I was almost eighteen years old and I had noticed that the gift had been growing in strength for the seven years since I discovered it. I wondered just how powerful I could become. Could I become so powerful that I would be a danger to others?


There were so many unanswered questions about my powers, every day there seemed to be a new one to ponder. The most difficult question to answer was: how to use the gift? I knew I couldn’t waste the power on pulling pranks and making anonymous videos. There had to be a higher calling. There had to be a way to put the gift to good use.


‘Hey, Dusty.’


I looked up to see Gemma standing there, smiling from ear to ear. She had her hands on her hips and a teasing look in her big brown eyes.


‘Please don’t call me that,’ I moaned.


‘Too late. All the staff have agreed to call you that from now on.’ She sat down next to me and swept her silky brown hair over her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll always be “Ross” to me.’


‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘You seem very chirpy this morning. What’s behind that big smile of yours?’


‘Well, I am feeling quite happy with myself. My two friends and I found an apartment in the city that we’re going to rent when we start college in September!’


‘How interesting,’ I said rather glumly. I hated when she mentioned college; her leaving Dullbrook meant I would have to endure the place on my own. ‘You must be really looking forward to it.’


‘I am.’ There was a brief flash of concern in her eyes. ‘You still haven’t any plans for after the summer?’


‘No plans past this week. I won’t get good enough results for college, so it’s either stay here at Delaney’s or find some other bottom-feeding job.’


‘It’s your own fault that you didn’t do well in school, Ross.’


‘Oh?’ It wasn’t like Gemma to be so forward. ‘How’d you figure that out?’


‘I could give you a thousand examples.’


‘Give me two.’


‘Okay. When Mr O’Donnell asked what the difference between Stratus and Cirrocumulus clouds was, you said, “One is made of candy floss and other is simply a figment of your imagination, sir.”’


‘Oh yeah,’ I chuckled. I’d tormented Mr O’Donnell for the five years he taught us geography.


‘And then,’ Gemma continued, ‘when he said, “What sort of idiot are you, Bentley?” you answered, “What sorts are there, sir?”’


‘At least I called him sir.’


‘It’s not funny!’ Gemma snapped, she’d always been the model student and hated my reckless attitude. ‘You made school impossible for yourself and now you’re seeing the result. You’re gonna be stuck here while everyone else is moving on.’


‘No need to rub it in.’


‘I’m not trying to rub it in. I just can’t figure you out, Ross Bentley! You’re the strangest person I’ve ever known. You were one of the smartest guys in St Francis’, but you failed all your exams. You were the best at sport, but you gave it up. We all wanted to know you better, but you barely talked to anyone and lots of girls in Maybrook fancy you, but you’ve never had a girlfriend.’


‘I’m not like other guys.’


‘Tell me something I don’t know.’


‘I could tell you something that no one knows.’


Gemma turned to me sharply and placed her hand on my shoulder. ‘Ross, I’m your friend. You can tell me anything.’


‘Gemma, I’m—’


‘Bentley!’ a voice barked from behind. ‘Doesn’t your lunch break finish at one o’clock?’


I turned to see Reynolds standing behind me, tapping the face of his wristwatch. ‘It’s now three minutes past! I’m not paying you to shoot the breeze.’


‘How does one shoot the breeze?’ I wondered aloud.


‘How many times have I warned you about that smart mouth of yours, Bentley? It gives a terrible impression of Delaney’s.’


I ambled off the ground and headed back inside for four hours of excruciating boredom. What made it worse was that I had opened the door to Gemma; she now knew something strange was going on in my life. She would hound me until I told her what was really going on. And if I didn’t come clean she’d see it as me pushing her away. Did I really want to let my secretiveness ruin our friendship? Would telling her about my gift make her afraid of me or think I was crazy?


Perhaps it didn’t matter; I was slowly losing her as a friend anyway. In a couple of months she would relocate and find lots of new friends at college and I’d become a virtual stranger to her, someone she occasionally spoke to on Facebook. That made me truly alone in the world.


There had to be more to life! There had to be people out there who I could be myself with. There had to be others out there like me. People who wouldn’t think I was weird because I had a special gift. People I could learn from.


Where were they though and how could I find them?



















CHAPTER THREE -


The Million Dollar Gift





I was in a very dark mood as I boarded home. I was in such bad sorts that I even dared to use my gift in public. There was a gang of no-brainers a couple of years older than me hanging out on a street corner on my route home. They’d been shouting abuse at me every night since I started at Delaney’s. I usually ignored them, but that night I wasn’t in a passive frame of mind.


‘Here’s the sweetheart with the skateboard,’ one shouted. He was a stocky twerp with a flat nose and a shaved head. ‘You’re about the best-looking girl in Maybrook!’


They all laughed and another threw a stone over my head. I turned and blew a kiss to the one with the shaved head. He instantly gave chase, but no matter how fast he ran I was always just out of reach. Then inexplicably, he lost his footing and fell hard on the pavement. It looked like he simply fell but I knew better. I’d sent a little burst of power at his feet that knocked him off his stride.


I treated myself to a sly grin when I heard the thump. It made me feel strong, not weak like I always felt when I was at work or when people called me names. I felt powerful and wicked, but these feelings were quickly replaced by guilt; I hated using the gift to cause harm to others, it wasn’t fair. What was worrying was that the crappier my life got the angrier I became. The angrier I was, the more I was tempted to harm people. It was a vicious cycle that had to be severed before I got myself into serious trouble.


I put on my earphones and listened to music as I rolled on towards Dullbrook Avenue. I made sure to avoid angry or depressing tunes, opting instead for more mellow songs. Music always calmed me down and I was feeling something akin to normal as I entered the avenue.


When I got home I slammed the hall door shut and made the lights in the hallway come on. When I plucked the earphones from my ears I heard the low murmur of the 6 o’clock news coming from the sitting room. Life at my house was terribly predictable.


As I took to the staircase Dad called out, ‘That you?’


I didn’t give my usual answer. ‘Yes, it is I, the famous shelf-stacker of Dullbrook. Also known as the biggest loser in the world.’


‘What did you say?’


‘Nothing,’ I shouted back as I reached my room. ‘Nothing important.’


The lights in the room came on and I flung my skateboard into the corner then angrily kicked off my runners. Frustration had been building inside me for a long time and I was really struggling to keep it in check. I tried to clear my mind of all the difficulties that dogged me. I banished Reynolds, the local gang, my job and the failures of school from my thoughts.


I searched for a positive thought to focus on and remembered what I’d done to the concrete pillar. All the bad thoughts evaporated and I became excited again, just like I was when I rolled out of the dust cloud. I wondered if I could do it again, but without putting my life at risk. Could I destroy or move something bigger than a block of stone? But what could I use as a test?


Walking over to the window, I lifted the net curtains over my head and I looked along the avenue. There was nobody around. My gaze hopped from one garden to the next, but nothing caught my attention; there were only potted plants or garden ornaments. I needed something more substantial. I needed a real test!


I turned my attention to the road beyond my garden and grinned mischievously. I was staring at a Volvo that belonged to Mr Kirwan, the grumpy old man who lived in the house opposite ours. I tapped into the frustration that I was feeling and channelled it towards the vehicle … nothing happened.


I needed to concentrate harder. I needed to put everything I had into this attempt. I focused on all the things that made me angry, then pressed the palm of my right hand against the window. I pushed every ounce of anxiety, energy and frustration from my chest and imagined my hand as a conductor. My legs suddenly stiffened then shivered violently. Condensation began to spread on the glass.


Then it happened. The car began to move, only slightly, from side to side. As I focused harder the vehicle actually began to bounce on its suspension, as if an invisible rhino was scratching its backside off it. I clamped my eyes shut and pressed forward against the window that was now covered in tiny moisture droplets. The car moved off the ground, only by a couple of centimetres and only for a split second, but it moved. As it touched back onto the ground the car’s alarm screamed and broke my concentration. The link was shattered.


I fell back onto my bed, out of breath. My heart was pounding hard and my head was spinning. I felt physically drained – almost ready to pass out – but emotionally I was in rapture; I’d always been able to move small objects using my will alone, but now I was able to lift objects as big as cars! I felt like the most powerful person on the planet. The possibilities were endless … if I was willing to use the gift more openly. That would be a big step forward though; I didn’t want to be seen as some sort of sideshow freak.


I climbed off the bed and moved to the window. Mr Kirwan was standing by the road in his leather slippers looking awfully annoyed. He had his hands on his hips and was vigorously shaking his balding head. I’d never liked him and couldn’t contain my amusement. I ducked away from the window and laughed until I got a pain in my gut. When I finally stopped laughing I started to wonder if I needed to be frustrated or angry to be more powerful.


And moving the car was nothing compared to what I did to the pillar. Maybe panic fuelled the gift even more. Panic was difficult to recreate though.


I was tempted to move the car again, but as I peeked through the net curtains I saw that Kirwan was still outside, looking up and down the street and he’d been joined by more Dullbrookians who had been attracted by the siren of his car alarm. I decided not to risk another stunt and went downstairs to heat up my dinner.


I was still grinning to myself while I waited for my meal, but the blandness of the kitchen soon wiped the smile off my face. It was like everything else in Dullbrook, grey and old-fashioned. What use was a superpower in such a place – I couldn’t let people know about it, and I couldn’t escape Dullbrook and my job because I’d messed up my exams. I really was an idiot.


The negative thoughts returned as I sat at the kitchen table and my mood turned black once more. I realised that I could entertain myself by using the gift, but that my problems remained; if I really wanted to be content I would have to change the way I was living. That was easier said than done, though. An interesting job in the city would turn things around for me, but jobs were hard to come by. I tried to think of ways of escaping Dullbrook as I picked at my dinner. There was a world of opportunities out there, but more often than not you needed money to start a new life; something I had little of. It’s what some people call ‘the poverty trap’. I was caught in it and there was no obvious way out.


I was cleaning off my plate when Dad came in. I felt pretty uncomfortable; we rarely occupied the same room for more than a few seconds and this situation could have easily led to a conversation, which was a dreadful proposition. It would be the first in months. The last conversation we had ended up in a blazing row and I wasn’t in the mood for one of those.


‘There you are,’ Dad remarked, more politely than was necessary.


‘Yes, here I am,’ I replied without turning.


‘Always the comedian,’ he said as he moved to the counter and made himself a cup of coffee. ‘How’s work going?’


‘It’s riveting,’ I answered, never taking my gaze from the sink. ‘When I was finished sweeping the floors today I got the opportunity to study the differences between four types of nappy. Fascinating job, isn’t it?’


‘There’s no need to be so smart all the time, Ross.


‘Yes, that’s just it; there is no need to be so smart to live my life. In fact, only the basic brain functions are necessary.’


‘It’s a job, it keeps money in your pocket and you should be happy to have it.’


‘Maybe you should do it if you think it’s so great.’


‘I’d be happy to have a job.’


‘Why don’t you get one then? Maybe if we both had jobs we wouldn’t be living on a shoestring all the time!’


I could see by his expression that my words had cut deep and I regretted them as soon as they left my mouth. I didn’t have the courage to apologise, though. I returned my gaze to the sink and scrubbed my plate harder.


‘Do I not spend my days looking for work?’ he raised his voice. ‘I hope you never know what it’s like to face rejection on a daily basis.’


‘I don’t intend to.’


‘I never intended to end up in the dole queue, but it happened anyway.’


‘You’ll never catch me in the dole queue.’


‘I know you’re embarrassed by me, Ross,’ he said. ‘I’m embarrassed by myself. It hurts that my only son sees me as a failure. I’m just glad your mother isn’t—’


‘You had to mention her, didn’t you? I can’t wait to get out of this place.’ I slammed the plate against the counter. ‘I want out of this situation!’


He was about to reply, but I cut him off, ‘I know you’re gonna say: if I hadn’t turned down the contract with Manchester United then we wouldn’t be in this situation.’


He took his cup and moved to the door, ‘I was actuallygoing to say that you won’t be in this situation forever because you’re too talented to end up like me.’


I wanted to say something as I watched him making his way back to the sitting room, but no words came. For the first time in years I saw my father as a human being and not just another piece of furniture. He was a real person with feelings, not just a fixture of this house that wasn’t a home. He’d also had to endure the loneliness that had been haunting 57 Dullbrook Avenue for seven long years, since Mam died, and he also had to deal with the shame of unemployment. He’d been an outstanding carpenter in his day and now he walked the streets looking for jobs that no one else was willing to do. My life was utopian compared to his.


Now I felt guilty as well as frustrated. It hadn’t been a good day at all and I wanted to put it behind me. I made a cup of tea and headed back to my lair, even though I knew I should have gone to the sitting room and apologised. I walked past the sitting room door and saw him staring out the window. There was nothing out there but lines of little grey houses. Hardly inspiring. I just walked on by and went to my room.


I turned on my laptop and checked out The Impossible Stunt. There were hundreds more comments now and I read through every single one. Unfortunately reading them didn’t cheer me up at all, almost all of them were calling the video a fake or daring me to reveal my identity.


I read the latest comment: ‘I have to agree with previous posts. This is so obviously a fake that it’s laughable. No wonder 365 won’t take off his mask. Don’t give up your day job, mate!’


I caved in at that point and deleted the video I’d worked so hard on from my Youtube channel. I doubted that I would ever record another like it. I gathered up my conceptual drawings from the desk and dumped them in the bin.


I actually considered making one last video without the mask, but quickly decided against it; they’d still call me a fake, and they’d know my identity and would pester me even more. I’d never be left alone. There’d be no escape from the cyber vultures.


Making the videos was the only thing that kept me sane, but it seemed my favourite past-time was over. I would have to find something new to do. I couldn’t think of anything though so I logged onto Facebook to pass the time. There was no activity. None of my seven friends were online.


I updated my status by typing, ‘Worst day ever!’ then went to log out. But before I did, a chat box opened.


‘Why was it the worst day ever?’


I squinted at the screen and saw that it was Gemma; she’d just logged on. Part of me was happy that she’d decided to contact me, another part of me didn’t really want to talk to her at all; I was sure I would face difficult questions.


‘It just was,’ I typed.


‘It’s my fault, isn’t it? I was way out of line this afternoon.’


‘It wasn’t that. Everything just seemed to go wrong for me today.’


‘We all have days like those, Dusty.’


‘Hey!’ I typed. ‘I thought you said you wouldn’t call me that!’


‘Ha, ha. I’m sorry, Ross.’ She followed that up with a difficult question. ‘Why were you covered in dust this morning?’


This really caught me off guard. The cleaning-the-attic-in-the-morning excuse wouldn’t wash with Gemma, not that it had with Reynolds. I couldn’t tell her the truth though because that was even more implausible.


I placed my fingertips on the keyboard and gave her the only explanation that she would believe. ‘I fell off my skate-board on my way into work.’


She took a while to send a reply and I knew she was probably crying with laughter.


‘Were you hurt?’


‘No.’


‘OK, then I don’t feel bad saying, HA, HA, HA!’


‘At least nobody saw me falling. That’s the most important thing!’


There was a long silence and I felt the urge to direct the conversation back to where it had been that afternoon. I surprised myself when I managed to say, ‘You were right today. You know, I’m not like other guys.’


‘Duh! That’s pretty obvious.’


‘I’m not joking, Gemma. I really am different.’


‘In what way?’


‘It’s hard to explain.’


‘You can tell me, Ross! We’re best friends.’


‘I’ve never told anyone about it before.’


‘Are you gay?’


‘No! Christ!’


‘Well, what then?’


‘It’s so difficult to explain.’


‘Try.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Typical man. Maybe you should sign up to The Million Dollar Gift if you’re so different!’


‘Oh, don’t get your knickers in a twist!’


‘Listen, my Mam is telling me to turn off the computer. I better go.’


‘Fine.’


‘I’ll see you in work on Friday.’


She went offline and left me to curse myself for being so open with her. Twice in one day I’d tried to let her inside and it turned out disastrously on both occasions. I didn’t even bother to log off or to shut down the laptop properly. I pressed my thumb on the power button and the screen went black, which I never did. I put the laptop on the floor and wrapped the duvet around myself. The lights in the bedroom went out.


What a day! I’d argued with Gemma and Dad, Reynolds was on my back the whole day, I got hassled by the Dullbrook gang and I was nearly killed by a rogue pillar.


It had been an exhausting day for so many different reasons and my eyelids were growing heavy. I couldn’t remember being so tired in all my life and within a few minutes I was drifting off into sleep. Finally I was calm.


‘Hold on…’ I said as I sat up. ‘What the hell is The Million Dollar Gift?’



















CHAPTER FOUR -


A Day to Forget





The alarm clock buzzed at 8am, but I was already awake. In fact, I’d barely slept at all. I clicked my fingers and the alarm was silenced, then I returned my attention to the laptop. I was on Youtube, but wasn’t checking out my alias’ channel; I had been watching an unusual clip over and over since late the previous night – The Million Dollar Gift.


This video sent my imagination into overdrive; it began with a gold symbol, an atlas globe contained in the letter ‘G’, rotating on a black background and the words ‘Golding Scientific International’ scrolling along the bottom of the frame. A moment later the video faded to a TV studio. The camera first focused on an attractive woman, who was apparently a famous presenter on American TV, but I’d never heard of her before (I didn’t watch a lot of TV). Sitting opposite her were two men, both in their fifties. One was smartly dressed, tanned and had neat, greying hair. The other was painfully thin, had a short white beard and wore thick spectacles.


The presenter began a few seconds into the clip. ‘Hi, I’m Melinda Johnson and today I’ll be talking to two very different men who have come together in a joint venture that sees one million dollars up for grabs. It’s a very unusual competition and it’s aptly titled The Million Dollar Gift. Here to talk to me about it are the men behind the idea: Professor Mark Foster and, billionaire businessman, Paul Golding.’


The camera then focused on the guests and the well-dressed man began to chuckle. He crossed one leg over the other and leaned back confidently in his chair. ‘Billionaire businessman isn’t my official title, but I guess it could be worse!’


All three laughed, but the one who found it most amusing was Golding who continued laughing long after the others had stopped.


Johnson then took control of the interview by directing her words to Professor Foster, ‘Now, Professor, a lot of people out there may be familiar with you, but unfortunately not for your actual work in theoretical physics.’


‘Yes,’ Foster said with a smile. ‘I have made my way into the public eye in recent months, unintentionally of course.’


‘Of course,’ Johnson said with a smile. ‘A lot of people will know you because of your very public spat with Johan Van Goor, the famous, or now infamous, psychic medium.’


‘Yes, I commented during an interview with a newspaper journalist that I thought Van Goor was a charlatan and that he was robbing vulnerable people, who were mostly in the grieving process, of their money.’


Johnson interrupted the professor and talked directly to the camera, ‘For anyone who is unfamiliar with Johan Van Goor, he had a TV show where he claimed to speak to the dead relatives of his studio audience. The show had been mired in controversy because of the high cost of getting a seat in the audience.’


Professor Foster butted in, ‘One thousand dollars per seat if I remember correctly. Van Goor didn’t react well to my criticism and launched quite an aggressive verbal assault against me. And so I challenged him to put his talents under scientific scrutiny. Needless to say, he lost the challenge.’


‘And has that challenge, as you call it, led directly to this venture with Paul Golding?’


‘I guess you could say that. I was swamped, after the televised contest with Van Goor, by people claiming to have special gifts. I said if I had a million dollars I would offer it up to anyone who could prove me wrong. Obviously I don’t have a million dollars to throw around and I thought that was the end of it.’


Johnson turned to her other guest. ‘And that’s where you come in, Mr Golding?’


‘Yes, I had worked on a number of projects with the professor in the past and I heard about his offer and thought it would be interesting if I put up the cash.’


‘You don’t have any vested interest?’


‘None whatsoever, apart from getting some publicity for my latest hotel.’


‘Which we’ll come back to in a moment. But you’re not looking for potential employees? I’m sure a psychic would come in handy for someone like you. It would sure give you an edge during your business meetings.’


Golding laughed loudly and shook his head. ‘I can read people well enough so I don’t need a psychic to do my work for me. I guess ever since I read my first Superman comic I’ve been fascinated by the idea that there may be someone out there who actually has a superhuman power.’


‘So, you’re not just looking for someone who can speak to the dead?’


‘Not at all,’ Foster interjected. ‘We are looking for anyone who has any type of extraordinary gift. Be it the power to read minds, to speak with the dead, to make things disappear or reappear, to communicate with animals or even move objects without touching them.’


Johnson then continued by asking Foster, ‘It sounds a bit like X-Factor or American Idol. Will you be the Simon Cowell of this contest, Professor?’


Professor Foster seemed quite insulted by the comparison and straightened himself in his chair.


‘Certainly not,’ he scoffed. ‘This will not be a televised contest.’


‘But surely there will be hordes of fame-hungry people entering the contest?’


‘That may be the case, but they will be turned away quite quickly if that’s their only reason for entering. This is not about fame.’


‘But—’


Golding interrupted the presenter saying,


‘We’ll only announce the identity of a winner if that is their wish. If they prefer to remain anonymous, I can assure you that the public will never know their name.’


The presenter seemed a little flustered, but composed herself and asked, ‘When does this competition take place?’


‘It starts on 1 June,’ Golding answered. ‘It’ll take place in London, England, at the Golding Plaza Hotel, which I own. Interviews and tests will be conducted in the conference centre by qualified personnel who will be hand-picked by the Professor.’


‘And I understand it will run for one month?’


‘Yes, for a month only. We’ll be officially opening the hotel in late July so we’ve decided the last day for interviews will be 1 July.’


Johnson turned back to the camera and smiled. ‘That is sure going to be one intriguing month. If you wish to enter The Million Dollar Gift you can go to the official website for more details.’


The clip ended and my mind was buzzing with possibilities. I’d already checked the currency exchange rates online and it worked out at well over three quarters of a million euro. It was a lot of money, enough to change my life forever, but it was already late June and there was only one week left before the contest closed.
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